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ABSTRACT
Rape myths, and the acceptance of these rape myths, have been studied extensively for the last
several decades. Since the 1980s, researchers have used various rape myth acceptance (RMA) scalesRape Myth Acceptance Scale (Burt 1980), the Illinois Rape Myth Acceptance Scale (Payne et al.,
1999), and the Updated Illinois Rape Myth Acceptance Scale (McMahon & Farmer, 2011)-to
examine whether certain factors (e.g., gender, just world beliefs, gender norm conformity, and police
officer bias) influence individual RMA levels. Little to no research has explored how gendered
pronouns used in these scales influence the levels of RMA measured. This study seeks to fill that
gap, to examine whether the use of gendered pronouns (he, she, his, her, etc.) influences measured
RMA levels. A total of 3,500 undergraduate students from Grand Valley State University were
recruited via their Grand Valley student email and a total of 728 responded. Participants completed
either the Updated IRMA or the Revised Updated IRMA (created for this study), where the
gendered pronouns (he, she, his, her, etc.) were removed from the scale items. A total of 567
participants provided usable data. Findings for three out of 22 scale questions were significant.
Statistical significance was found for the variable “Sexually Carried Away” on the Revised IRMA
(p=.032), demonstrating that those presented with the revised scale demonstrated less rape myth
acceptance than those presented with the Updated IRMA (McMahon & Farmer, 2011) version.
Statistical significance also was found for the variable “Fight Back” (p=.038) and variable
“Emotional Problems” (p=.056) on the Updated IRMA scale demonstrating that those presented
with the Updated IRMA demonstrated less rape myth acceptance towards this myth than those
presented with the Revised Updated IRMA. This initial effort to examine the influence of gendered
pronouns on RMA measurement tools raises questions about their continued use and suggests the
need for further research.
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INTRODUCTION
The Federal Bureau of Investigations’ reports, in the Uniform Crime Report (UCR), that in
2019 there were 139,815 rapes reported to the police across the nation (FBI, 2020). However, one of
the most difficult aspects concerning rape statistics is that they fail to fully capture the underreported
violations of rape and sexual assault. It is important to know that although rape is a type of sexual
assault, not all sexual assaults are rape. Over the last several decades, the United States has seen a
shift in the understanding of the crime of rape that can be attributed to two factors: (1) the variety of
data collection methods that can be utilized to get a better look at the cases of rape across the
nation; and (2) the changes that the legal system has made to the investigation and prosecution of
rape cases (Epstein & Langenbahn, 1994). Despite this progress that has been made around the
understanding of the crime of rape, the presence of rape culture across the United States is still a
major issue.
A major aspect of this rape culture is the utilization of victim blaming, which occurs when
the victim of a crime or wrongdoing is held entirely or partially responsible for the harm that befell
them (HALT, n.d.). Victim blaming first became empirically popular in the 1940s when the role of
victims was studied in relation to criminality (von Hentig, 1941). These early discoveries served as
the foundation for future victim blaming discoveries that contributed to the popularization of the
application of victim blaming to victims of rape and sexual assault (Eigenberg & Garland, 2008).
This harmful act of victim blaming occurs when an individual shifts the fault of the crime from the
perpetrator to the victim in order to psychologically distance themselves from the likelihood of the
crime happening to them. This shift in blame only creates a false sense of security that has resulted
in several negative effects, such as the continued underreporting of an individual’s victimization to
the authorities. In turn, researchers have spent the last five decades examining the relationship
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between the types of rapes that occur and the level of blame that is attributed to the victim as a
result.
Examination of the relationship between the type of rape and victim blaming revealed that
those who were victims of stranger rape-a rape in which the perpetrator is someone the victim did
not know-were the least likely to be blamed for their attack (Gravelin et al., 2019), which is often
indicated as the only form of rape that individuals view as ‘real’ rape. Only 7% of rapes that occur
are stranger rapes (RAINN, n.d.), while 80-90% of rapes that occur are acquaintance rapes (Sexual
Misconduct, n.d.). However, victims of acquaintance rape are often not believed and/or blamed for
their attacks (Sexual Misconduct, n.d.). The scales that are utilized to measure aspects of victim
blaming and rape myth acceptance continue to be aimed at determining people’s attitudes towards
acquaintance rapes. In turn, this results in the continued demonstration of high levels of rape myth
acceptance and victim blaming. These acquaintance-rape based myths have since become the most
common rape myths individuals are familiar with.
These common rape myths have been studied extensively since the early 1980s in an attempt
to examine how societal changes have impacted the levels of acceptance that people display.
As aspects of society continue to change-such as how rape is defined, gender and social norms, and
gender identity-researchers have aimed to keep research relevant to the pressing issues at hand. This
continues to include how various factors such as gender, age, or assault type affect the levels of
acceptance that are demonstrated.
Over the last decade, gender has become a concept that-for many individuals-societies
created to dictate how people behave, act, and dress. As a result, gender and gendered pronouns
have sparked a discussion around gender identity. Yet, research has not branched out to examine
how this change in gender identity has impacted levels of rape myth acceptance that an individual
will display. Keeping research relevant to prevalent issues, like gender conformality, to the
8

importance of change surrounding rape and sexual assault cases. Researchers have still left several
avenues, that are important to change, unexplored despite the continued years dedicated to research.
Discussions around gender and gendered pronouns have begun to grow in popularity.
Improving the available knowledge about rape and sexual assault, that people across the United
States are able to access and understand, is important to promote change in both how the victims of
these crimes are treated and how the cases are investigated. When researchers begin to widen the net
for factors that impact an individual’s level of rape myth acceptance that they demonstrate on the
research scales it will allow for researchers, law enforcement agencies, and victim advocates alike.
This could allow for a better understanding of the various biases that currently exist in concerns
with the crime of rape.
Developing an understanding of these basic factors that influence these levels has been the
first step in developing a plan that aims to end the issue of rape myth acceptance altogether. One
study conducted among police officers found that despite the officers claiming to have no biases in
concern to rape victims, they were less likely to even send in the victim’s sexual assault kit if they did
not believe the victim and/or did perceive the attack to be ‘serious’ enough (Campbell et al., 2017).
Rewording the way that rape myths are presented to individuals-i.e., removing aspects that hint at
the victim or perpetrator gender-could potentially change how rape victims are talked to and talked
about.
Current Research
To contribute to this needed change, the current research aimed to answer the following
question: does the presence of gendered pronouns (he, his her, she, etc.) have an impact on the level
of rape myth acceptance an individual will demonstrate on the version of the Updated Illinois Rape
Myth Acceptance (IRMA) scale they are presented with? Determining the answer to this question
allows for research on rape myth acceptance to be inclusive and considerate of all potential victims.
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Providing an answer to this question would create a new avenue for research as well as contribute to
the understanding of gendered biases that are present in the development of rape myths. Examining
this possible impact also allows for a contribution to the understanding of the weight behind the
continued acceptance of rape myths. To answer this question, this report is divided into four
subsequent chapters.
In chapter two, studies of rape and sexual assault, rape myths, and rape myth acceptance
conducted over the last several decades will be reviewed. This review will examine the definition of
rape and sexual assault, the development of rape myths, and how they have been utilized in research,
the types of rape myths that victims face upon the disclosure of their attack, and the impact of rape
myths on the perpetration of rape, victim responses to the attack, and how these myths affect the
criminal justice system. This chapter will also examine how rape myth acceptance and the
development of the various scales utilized to measure the levels of rape myth acceptance an
individual indicates. Chapter two will then conclude with an examination of the previous variables
that have been examined in relation to rape myth acceptance.
Following the review of studies in chapter two, chapter three will explain the current study
methodology. This discussion of methodology will present the measures, procedures, and analysis
plan that was utilized for the current research. Chapter four will then present the study results. The
final chapter will discuss he significance of the findings, policy implications, study limitations, and
possible future research directions.
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LITERATURE REVIEW
Rape and Sexual Assault
Although rape and sexual assault are often terms that are grouped together, it is important to
note that they are two individual crimes. Sexual violence, defined by the Center for Disease Control
(CDC) as “a sexual act that is committed or attempted by another person without freely given
consent of the victim or against someone who is unable to consent or refuse” (Basile et al., 2014), is
an umbrella term for all sexually based crimes. This term is broad, allowing for it to be divided into
seven different types: (1) completed or attempted forced penetration of a victim; (2) completed or
attempted alcohol/drug-facilitated penetration of a victim; (3) completed or attempted forced acts in
which a victim is made to penetrate a perpetrator or someone else; (4) completed or attempted
alcohol/drug-facilitated acts in which a victim is made to penetrate a perpetrator or someone else;
(5) non-physically forced penetration which occurs after a person is pressured verbally or through
intimidation or misuse of authority to consent or acquiesce; (6) unwanted sexual contact; and (7)
non-contact unwanted sexual experiences (Basile et al., 2014). The crime of sexual assault, in turn,
then falls under the umbrella of sexual violence. Sexual assault, defined as ‘the full range of
physically forced, verbally coerced, or substance-incapacitated acts such as kissing, toughing, or
vaginal, oral, and anal penetration’ (McDermott et al., 2015), begins to clarify what crimes are
encompassed under this wide umbrella. Rape, defined as the ‘penetration, no matter how slight, of
the vagina or anus with any body part or object or oral penetration by a sex organ of another person
without the consent of the victim’ (U.S Department of Justice, 2012, p.1), most specific of the
crimes that fall under the umbrella of sexual violence. However, the specific details that have gone
into the redefinition of rape have since complicated the documentation and prosecution of the
crime. However, the efforts that have gone into the redefinition of rape have only complicated the
documentation, and prosecution, of this crime.
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The true extent of rape and sexual assault are unknown. With each state implementing their
own definitions of what constitutes a rape, gaining an understanding of the extent of these crimes
has become complicated. Overall, official data collection methods are unable to capture the dark
figure of any crime that occurs throughout the nation. Varying definitions of what classifies an illegal
act as a crime has only increased these difficulties, and this is seen in the most severe extreme in rape
and sexual assault documentation. 66.1% of victims indicated that they did not report their
victimization to the police, making rape the most underreported violent crime in the nation (Morgan
& Truman, 2020). Self-report data collection methods indicate that rape is far more pervasive than
perceived from the official law enforcement-based collection methods. According to the CDC’s
most recent National Intimate Partner and Sexual Violence Survey, produced in 2015, 394,839
people were raped (Tjaden & Thoennes, 2006). Although this data is six years old, it still indicates
the continued pervasiveness of the crime of rape, because in 2019 the National Crime Victimization
Survey indicated that there were 459,310 individuals who had been victimized by rape that year
(Morgan & Truman, 2020). Yet the FBI’s Uniform Crime Report (UCR)-which collects data from
law enforcement agencies across the nation and then comprises it into an official yearly report-only
indicated a total of 139,815 victims of rape for 2019 (Table 1, 2020).
Rape is a crime that can happen to anyone, no matter their age or gender. However,
generally the victims are female. The National Intimate Partner and Sexual Violence Survey
concluded that 85% of rape victims are female (Tjaden & Thoennes, 2006). Females between the
ages of 18 and 34 also find themselves at an even greater risk of victimization (RAINN, n.d.)
resulting in roughly 1 out of every 5 women being victimized (CDC, 2021). Men are also victimized
by rape and sexual assault. The National Intimate Partner and Sexual Violence Survey demonstrated
that 18% of rape victims are male (Tjaden & Thoennes, 2006). Although the rate of victimization
varies, one common factor remains between the two victimization groups: the perpetrator is male
12

99.6% of the time for female victims and 85.2% of the time for male victims (Tjaden & Thoennes,
2006). No matter a person’s gender or age, being the victim of sexual assault and/or rape can
potentially result in a series of negative health consequences.
Being victimized by rape can often result in a series of negative consequences. It is important
to note that not everyone process trauma the same, so no victim will always display the same
combination of negative consequences. However, the most common of these consequences include
physical consequences, psychological consequences, and negative health behaviors. Physical
consequences can be present in the form of scratches, bruises, broken bones, or any other visible
injury to the victim (Tjaden & Thoennes, 2006). Psychological consequences most often present
themselves in four different forms of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD): (1) re-experiencing the
trauma; (2) social withdrawal; (3) avoidance behaviors; and (4) increased physiological arousal
(Bajpai, 2006). This type of consequence can also be experienced as major depression (Bajpai, 2006).
Data indicates that 33% of female victims and 24.2% of male victims receive counseling from a
mental health professional as a result of their victimization (Tjaden & Thoennes, 2006). As for the
negative health behaviors, victims of rape may increase the drinking or smoking that they partook in
prior to their attack and may even begin engaging in risky sexual behavior (CDC, 2021). Rape is also
expensive for the victim. The CDC estimates that the lifetime cost of rape is $122,461 per victim
(2021). This total includes the cost of medical exams, loss of productivity at work, lost wages, the
criminal justice activities that are related to the case, the prosecution of the case, and any other
expenses that arise because of victimization. These various consequences of rape have left
researchers trying to determine the root cause of the crime to prevent more individuals from
experiencing any of these negative consequences.
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Causes of Rape
The causes of rape are often heavily debated, but it is important to note that the true responsibility
for rape lies with the offender. A review of the literature indicates that the perceived causes of rape
can be divided into two categories: individual and sociocultural. One individual cause that has been
discussed by researchers is female precipitation (FP), which claims that the rape occurred because of
actions taken by the victim (Cowan & Quinton, 1997). To combat this perceived cause of rape,
social norms have since begun to tell women that they should wear more clothing and drink less
when they are out with their friends. A second common cause is that men are hypersexual beings
who are unable to control their urges to have sex (Cowan & Quinton, 1997). Another individual
cause is that men feel an overwhelming amount of anger and hostility towards women cause them to
rape (Cowan & Quinton, 1997). A final theory that has been identified as an individual cause of rape
is the self-control theory. Under this theory, those with low self-control capabilities are far more
likely to engage in criminal behavior of any kind (Akers, 1991). It is under this theory that aspects of
losing control or getting too sexually carried away would be applied. Self-control theory states that a
person rapes because they exhibit low self-control and were unable to keep themselves from acting
out.
Socioculturally, the cause of rape is one that resonates with many feminists in society today.
This cause of rape, framed by the feminists of the late 1990s, stated that the combination of society’s
standards mixed with a male’s need to assert dominance result in rape occurring (Cowan & Quinton,
1997). The male peer support model has also been used to explain why rape occurs. In this model, it
is believed that all male groups promote support and encouragement for behaviors that can be
viewed as sexually predatory, facilitate negative attitudes about women and the gendered
expectations of hypermasculinity, while encouraging the degradation of women for the purpose of
men’s sexual pleasure (Goodson et al, 2020). This model states that women are victimized because
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men encourage each other to act in such a manner that degrades the women to help the man feel
satisfied.
Often times, risk factors (walking alone at night, dressing a specific way, drinking too much,
etc.) are also utilized to explain what caused a rape to happen. It is suggested that if a woman is
partaking in any of these activities, they are simply asking to be attack and that it is their own fault if
they are attacked. These risk factors, combined with the theories applied to the causes of rape, have
continued to place rape victims in a negative light. Determining these causes, however, has done
little to help decrease the amount of rape or sexual assaults that face the nation.
Far too often, these causes of rape are utilized in a way for an individual to shift the blame
from the perpetrator to the victim (if she had not been wearing that outfit or if she had not been out
alone late at night, then she would not have been attacked). These blaming statements, known as
rape myths, have been linked to victims not reporting the crime that was committed against them.
Research has found that rape myths play a large role in the under reporting of rape victimization,
leaving perpetrators on the streets to victimize more individuals. Rape myths also have impacted the
way that law enforcement responds to the reports of rape, how the cases are investigated, and how
the cases are handled in court. Although the United States has started gathering a much clearer
understanding of rape, rape myths continue to persist across the nation.
Rape Myths
Similar to the definition of rape, the term ‘rape myths’ has been developed thoroughly over
the last several decades. Burt (1980) was the first to define rape myths in a scholarly article, stating
that these myths were “prejudicial, stereotyped, or false beliefs about rape, rape victims, and rapists”
(p. 217). This definition was utilized for a little over a decade until Lonsway and Fitzgerald (1994)
found that although Burt’s definition of rape myths was informative, there was not enough
information for it to be utilized as a formal definition. Upon further analysis, it was determined that
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Burt’s definition of rape myths did not answer important questions (how the beliefs were prejudicial,
whom were they prejudicial towards, and if they were stereotypical in the classical sense then what
characterizes them as mythological (fictional in nature) (Lonsway & Fitzgerald, 1994). As a result,
the new formal definition of rape myths was developed: “attitudes and beliefs that are generally
false, but widely and persistently held, and that serve to deny and justify male sexual aggression
against women” (Lonsway & Fitzgerald, 1994). Since the presentation of this formal definition,
researchers have continued to utilize this definition to further study rape myths and the various
forms in which they are presented.
Types of Rape Myths
There are many different types of rape myths. These include female rape myths, male rape
myths, marital rape myths, and general rape myths. Female rape myths often stem around what the
victim was wearing or how the victim was acting prior to their victimization. This common form of
rape myth includes statements such as “Rape happens to only ‘certain’ types of women” and “It is
not really rape when a girl changes their mind in the middle of sexual activity” (Rape myths, n.d.).
Male rape myths are often the trickiest rape myths to understand. Some of these myths excuse the
act of rape when a man commits it (“When it comes to sex, men can be provoked to ‘a point of no
return’”) but they can also be utilized to blame the victim for his attack (“Men can’t be sexually
assaulted”) (Rape myths, n.d.).
Marital rape myths, a newer concept to society, often stems around the fact that a person
cannot be raped by their spouse. These myths include statements such as “Wives could not be raped
because of the ‘theory of coverture’ that states the woman joined the ‘person of her husband’” and
“Wives become the property of their husband and therefore could be raped without a regard for
punishment” (Ferro, 2008, p.765). These myths seek to dehumanize the partner in a marriage and
concern a form of rape that was legal until the 1980s (England, 2021).
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However, rape myths are not only applied to the victims of rape and sexual assault. Society
has also begun to take on rape myths that apply the crime itself. These types of rape myths include
statements such as “Rape and sexual assault are about sexual attraction and gratification” and “Rape
is usually violent and involves a stranger” (Rape myths, n.d.). Over the years, as a result, these
various types of rape myths have been measured in various ways.
Measuring Rape Myths
Rape myths, which consist of various statements that are made in an attempt to discredit a
victim and blame them for the crime that was committed against them have been measured in
various ways. In 1980, Burt developed the Rape Myth Acceptance Scale (RMAS), the first scale
designed to measure common rape myths. The RMAS contained 19 items including statements and
questions such as: (1) “A woman who is stuck up and thinks she is too good to talk to guys on the
street deserves to be taught a lesson”; (2) “Many women have an unconscious wish to be raped and
may then unconsciously set up a situation in which they are likely to be attacked”; (3) “What
percentage of reported rapes would you guess were merely invented by women who discovered they
were pregnant and wanted to protect their own reputation”; and (4) “A person comes to you and
claims they were raped. How likely are you to believe their statement if they were: (1) your best
friend; (2) an Indian woman; (3) a neighborhood woman; (4) a young boy; (5) a black woman; and
(6) a white woman?” (Burt, 1980). Through the study Burt conducted, the data demonstrated an
empirical foundation for the combination of socio-psychological and feminist theoretical analysis of
rape attitudes and what leads to them (1980).
In 1999, Payne and colleagues developed the Illinois Rape Myth Acceptance (IRMA) scale.
The IRMA scale contained 45 items categorized into seven subscales: (1) she asked for it; (2) it
wasn’t really rape; (3) he didn’t mean to; (4) she wanted it; (5) she lied; (6) rape is a trivial event; and
(7) rape is a deviant event (Payne et al., 1999). The IRMA contained statements such as: (1) “If a
17

woman isn’t a virgin then it shouldn’t be a big deal if her date forces her to have sex”; (2) “Rape isn’t
as big a problem as some feminists would like people to think; (3) “Although most women wouldn’t
admit it, they generally find being physically forced into sex a real “turn-on”; (4) “When men rape, it
is because of their strong desire for sex”; (5) “Women who are caught having an illicit affair
sometimes claim it was rape”; (6) “It is preferable that a female police officer conduct the
questioning when a woman reports a rape”; and (7) “If a woman claims to have been raped but has
no bruises or scrapes, she probably shouldn’t be taken too seriously” (Payne et al., 1999). This scale
was determined to be a valid and reliable measure that was utilized as guidance in developing future
rape myth acceptance scales.
In 2011, McMahon and Farmer (2011) determined that the IRMA scaled needed to be
updated in order to represent rape myths that college students heard or experienced that had not
been captured by the previous rape myth acceptance scales. In this version of the IRMA, labeled as
the Updated IRMA, a total of 22 rapes myths were broken down into four subscales: (1) she asked
for it; (2) it wasn’t really rape; (3) he didn’t mean to; and (4) she lied. Myths that were included in this
version of the scale included: (1) “When girls go to parties wearing slutty clothing, they are asking
for trouble; (2) “Guys don’t usually intend to force sex on a girl, but sometimes they get too sexually
carried away”; (3) “If the accused “rapist” doesn’t have a weapon, you really can’t call it rape”; and
(4) “Rape accusations are often used as a way of getting back at guys” (McMahon & Farmer, 2011).
Current research has utilized both the IRMA (Payne et al., 1999) and the Updated IRMA
(McMahon & Farmer, 2011) in order to measure the levels of rape myth acceptance participants
display. Determining which scale is best depends on the aim of the research study and what the
researcher hopes to contribute to the knowledge base. However, one aspect that these scales fail to
capture is the acceptance of male based rape myths.
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Since the early 1990’s, male rape myth acceptance has been measured by the same scale.
Struckman-Johnson and Struckman-Johnson (1992) developed a 12-item scale, broken into three
dimensions (male rape cannot happen, men are to blame for their rape, and myths about trauma that
occurs from the rape), that explicitly stated the myth the statement was aiming to measure. The scale
consisted of 6 statements, each phrased in a manner that examined the statement with a male
perpetrator and with a female perpetrator and had two statements per subcategory. These statements
included: (1) “It is impossible for a man (woman) to rape a man”; (2) “Most men who are raped by a
man (woman) are somewhat to blame for not being more careful”; and (3) “Most men who are
raped by a man (woman) are very upset by the incident” (Struckman-Johnson & StruckmanJohnson, 1992). Since the development of these scales, research has seen an expansion on the
studies concerning levels of rape myth acceptance and what effects the levels that participants
display.
Rape Myth Acceptance
These rape myth acceptance scales have been utilized by researchers for the last several
decades in order to examine the factors that influence society’s levels of rape myth acceptance.
These factors include, but are not limited to: sex role stereotyping, age, just world belief, and gender.
Upon developing the RMAS, Burt (1980) also set out to examine how sex role stereotypes
and age, combined with education, affected the total rape myth acceptance score participants
demonstrated on the RMAS. Data demonstrated that the higher the level of sex role stereotyping,
combined with adversarial sexual beliefs and acceptance of interpersonal violence, the more a
respondent accepted the rape myths (Burt, 1980). This study also concluded that the younger a
participant was, the higher their total rape myth acceptance score was on the RMAS, which meant
they accepted rape myths at a lower rate (Burt, 1980).
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Melanson (1998) utilized Struckman-Johnson and Struckman-Johnson’s scale to examine
how attitudes towards homosexuality played into rape myth acceptance. This study concluded that
when a participant displayed negative attitudes toward homosexuality and held stereotypes about
male sexuality, they displayed a stronger relationship with male rape myth acceptance (Melanson,
1998).
As the acceptance of rape myths has become less straightforward, and instead presented in
the wording or vocalization of certain questions, the examination of these subtle myths has also
grown in importance. McMahon and Farmer (2011) found that in order for rape prevention
programs to be successful in reducing these levels of rape myth acceptance, they must go beyond the
overt forms of sexual violence and sexism that is displayed. Tailoring these types of programs, such
as Title IX trainings or sexual assault awareness programs, towards the examination of myth that are
more disguised allows for research to further develop a better understanding of what leads to rape
myth acceptance. In turn, researchers have begun utilizing McMahon and Farmer’s Updated IRMA
in order to measure these subtle rape myths.
Examining these levels of acceptance means determining the various factors that further play
into the subtle rape myths. One of these factors includes the concept of believing in a just world,
where bad people have bad things happen to them and good people are rewarded with good things
happening to them. Upon investigating how just world beliefs affect levels of rape myth acceptance,
data determined that those who demonstrated a higher level of belief in a just world as it applied to
others also demonstrated a higher level of rape myth acceptance (Hayes et al., 2013).
Another common factor that is examined within rape myth acceptance levels is how gender
affects the outcome. Consistent through the majority of the rape myth acceptance research, data
continue to demonstrate that women tend to display a higher total rape myth acceptance score,
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indicating a lower rate of rape myth acceptance, than the men who completed the same scale (Heath
et al., 2013; Hust et al., 2013; Crall & Goodfriend, 2016).
One study examined the impact of being an empath on the likelihood of helping a potential
victim and how helping this potential victim would influence how other people view the empath.
Overall, it was determined that individuals who were empathetic would demonstrate lower levels of
rape myth acceptance and be more likely to help a potential victim even if it meant damage to their
own self-image would occur (Leone et al., 2020).
Impacts of Rape Myths
Determining factors that influence the perpetration of rape and sexual assault is a difficult
area to investigate as it relies on factors such as perceived victim credibility and how criminal
investigations are conducted. Researchers found that no matter what time of rape was committed,
the level of rape myth acceptance that the victim believed to exist determined the likelihood of them
reporting their attack (Hahn et al., 2018).
Often, victims of rape and sexual assault are blamed for what happened to them. Over the
last several decades, researchers have begun to look at the correlation between the level of rape myth
acceptance displayed and how often the victim was blamed for the attack committed against them.
Sleath and Bull (2012) found that the lower the rape myth acceptance score (the higher the rape
myth acceptance rate) that a police officer demonstrated, the higher the likelihood that the police
officer would believe in a just world (believing that what goes around, comes around) and in turn
blame the victim for the crime that was committed against them.
Researchers have since utilized the information provided by RAINN to serve as motivation
for several empirical studies. Page (2010) set out to examine the influence that rape myth acceptance
holds over the responses of police officers when a rape was reported to them. Page’s results
demonstrated that although the officers claimed that they would believe victims, no matter the
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circumstance of their attack or their lives leading up to the attack, they would believe the victims
that reported their victimization, their response to the Victim Credibility Scale (VCS) demonstrated
that they had biases present that kept them from believing certain victims (2010). As a result, some
individuals who reported their victimizations found they were not believe and/or were not taken
seriously, resulting in a diminished trust in police officers (Page, 2010). Page (2010), however, was
not the only researcher to reach this conclusion.
Two years after Page’s study, Sleath and Bull (2012) found that the lower the level of rape
myth acceptance (meaning the individuals were more accepting of the myths) an officer displayed,
the more likely the officer was to blame the victim for what happened to them and the less likely
they were to properly investigate the case. When victims are not believed, or the investigation is not
properly carried out, little can be done to prosecute the crime and get the victims the justice they
deserve.
The acceptance of rape myths has continued to play a major role in the underreporting of
rape and sexual assault. Rape continues to be the most underreported crime, with only 230 per 1,000
reported to the police each year (RAINN, n.d.). Upon further investigation, RAINN (n.d.) further
concluded that roughly 15% of the victims who chose not to report their attacks did so because they
believed that the police could not do anything or would not do anything to help them. As a result of
biases that are consistently held by police officers, and the blame that is put onto victims as a result
of these biases, the acceptance of rape myths continues to be a major issue in the criminal justice
system.
The first interaction that victims of rape have with a law enforcement officer often occurs
when they have to disclose the details of their attack. In this interaction, many victims reported that
they were actively discouraged from completing the reporting of their attack by the officer taking
their statement (Campbell, 2006). When police fail to properly investigate a case, prosecutors find
22

their jobs grow in difficulty. A prosecutor ultimately makes the decision as to which criminals have
charges that are brought against them. For rape, this only occurs in 9 out of every 1,000 cases
(RAINN, n.d.).
When charges are pressed in a rape case, a majority of the cases end in a plea bargain
(RAINN, n.d,). If a plea bargain is not reached, the case is taken to criminal court where it is heard
in front of a jury of the perpetrators’ peers and another obstacle for victims to overcome is added to
the equation. No matter the precautionary steps that are taken, eliminating the biases that are
present in an individual is not feasible. These underlying biases were found to impact the final
verdict that a jury reached. Klement and colleagues (2019) found that when an individual in a mock
jury situation indicates a lower total rape myth acceptance score, indicating a higher acceptance of
rape myths, there is a greater amount of culpability assigned to the accuser and a lower accuser
credibility perceived. It was also determined that there were lower levels of accuser trauma, accused
perpetrator culpability, and accused perpetrator quilt when there were higher levels of rape myth
acceptance present (Klement et al., 2019). Researchers also determined that people who exhibited a
lower total rape myth acceptance score, indicating a higher rate of accepting the rape myths, blamed
the victim more and the perpetrator less (Jozkowski et al., 2019). As a result of the greater culpability
assigned to the accuser than the perpetrator, conviction rates for rape are low.
Many rape victims will never have the satisfaction of knowing that their attacker is spending
time behind bars. Out of every 1,000 rape cases that occur across the nation, roughly only 5 of those
perpetrators will see in the inside of a prison (RAINN, n.d.). Rape myth acceptance plays into this
statistic. Research indicates that when a juror displays a higher level of rape myth acceptance, the
individual is less likely to reach a guilty decision (Klement et al., 2019). The negative influence of
these rape myths, however, does not stop here.
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Sweeny (2020) found that the rape myths that are contained within character letters that are
utilized during sentencing phase of the trail continue to result in the under-sentencing of privileged
young men. The most prevalent case in which rape myths played a factor in the sentencing of the
convicted perpetrator is arose with the sentencing of Brock Turner (Sweeny, 2020). When it comes
to deciding how a convicted perpetrator will be sentenced, judges’ weigh heavily on the future the
individual could or could not have. As was the case with Brock Turner, judges often do not want to
destroy the perpetrator’s potential, when present, and they often sentence rapists lightly (Sweeny,
2020). These continued issues throughout the criminal justice system indicate the importance of
continued research in the filed of rape myth acceptance.
Current Study
Despite the extensive research examining the various factors that have an influence over
rape myth acceptance, one aspect of research has yet to be examined: the influence of gendered
pronouns on the levels of acceptance that a participant displays. Throughout the years of revising
the various version of the scales utilized to measure rape myth acceptance, each scale has continued
to utilize he, she, his, her, etc. In a society that has developed such an extensive rape culture, the
presence of these gender pronouns has the potential to be problematic. These pronouns encourage
the continuation of biases that are already held about rape and rape victims across the nation, while
also failing to account for the changing mindset around the usage of these terms. Throughout
society, people often hold a strong belief about who can and cannot be rape (Smythe, 2020). The
Updated IRMA, and other survey materials that are utilized for research, continue to provide
encouragement for these biased beliefs by leaving gendered pronouns present in the rape myths.
This encouragement of the biased beliefs keeps rape myth acceptance research stagnant and keeps it
from making changes that are inclusive to all potential victims. Thus, this study seeks to contribute
to the knowledge base by removing gendered pronouns from the Updated IRMA scale and
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developing a revised version in order to examine the influence that gendered pronouns (he, she, his,
her, etc.) have on a participant’s level of rape myth acceptance. This study looked to answer the
question: does the presence of gendered pronouns (he, his, she, her, etc.) have an impact on the
level of rape myth acceptance than an individual will indicate? It was hypothesized that participants
who completed the Revised Updated IRMA scale, in which there will be no gendered pronouns
present, will have higher rape myth acceptance scores (demonstrating a lower acceptance rate of the
rape myths presented to them) than those who completed the Updated IRMA scale. This difference
will be the result of the removal of the pronouns that hint at the gender of the victim and/or the
perpetrator to discourage the widely held biases about rape and rape victims.
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METHODOLOGY
Participants
3,500 undergraduate students from Grand Valley State University were randomly selected
for participation in this study. Of the 3,500 students a total of 728 participants recorded responses.
Of the 728 total responses, only 567 consisted of useable data. Of the participants who provided
useable data 26.4% were male, 70.7% were female, 1.8% were transgender and 1.2% preferred not
to say.
Measures

Demographics. Individuals were presented with the following two demographic questions:
(1) what is your gender (male, female, transgender, prefer not to say) and (2) what is your age (see
Appendix A). For coding purposes, numeric lables were assigned to the gender choices. Participants
who selected male were coded as a 1, participants who selected female were coded as a 2,
participants who selected transgender were coded as a 3, and the participants who choose prefer not
to say were coded as a 4.

Sexual Assault Training. Participants were asked how many years of sexual assault training
they had received: none, less than 1 year, 1-3 years, and 4+ years, (Appendix A). For coding
purposes, the selection options were combined into two groups and assigned numeric values. The
first group was coded as “Never Had Training”, combing the option of none and less than 1 year,
and given the value 0. The second group was coded as “Ever Had Training”, combing 1-3 years and
4+, and was given the value 1.

Updated Illinois Rape Myth Acceptance (IRMA) Scale. the participants were presented
with 22 rape myths in which the gendered pronouns were still present (See Appendix B). For each
of the scale items, participants were asked to rate their level of acceptance on a 5-point Likert scale,
where 1 represents strongly agree and 5 represents strongly disagree.
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Revised Updated Illinois Rape Myth Acceptance (IRMA) Scale. The participants were
presented with 22 rape myths in which the gendered pronouns (he, she, his, her, etc.) had been
removed (see Appendix C). For each of the scale items, participants were asked to rate their level of
acceptance on a 5-point Likert scale, where 1 represents strongly agree and 5 represents strongly
disagree.
Procedures
Once approval was received from the Institutional Review Board (Appendix D), the student
researcher worked closely with Grand Valley State University’s Institutional Analysis (IA) to send
out the initial recruitment email. 3,500 students were sent recruitment emails in which 1,750 of the
students received an invitation to participate in the version of the study with the Updated IRMA
scale (Appendix E) and the other 1,750 of the students received an invitation to participate in the
version of the study with the Revised Updated IRMA scale (Appendix F). After the initial
recruitment emails were sent, IA sent out reminder emails with the same links as the initial
recruitment email contained, allowing for half of the recruited students received the link to the
Updated IRMA Scale (Appendix G) and the other half of the recruited students received the link to
the Revised Updated IRMA Scale (Appendix H).
When students who received the recruitment emails that contained the link to either the
Updated IRMA Scale or the Revised Updated IRMA Scale, they were first presented with an
informed consent form (Appendix I). In this form, the aim of the research was summarized, and
participants were forewarned of the potential risk they may face upon participation. Students were
asked at the end of the informed consent form if they were at least 18 years of age. If they did not
select yes, they were automatically taken to the end of the survey; if yes was selected, then students
were directed to the second question. This question asked if the students were voluntarily
participating in this research, where they were again directed to the end of the survey if they did not
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click yes. Upon saying yes to the first two questions, participants were presented with two
demographic questions that aimed to determine the participants age and the gender that the
participant identified with (male, female, transgender, or prefer not to say) (Appendix A). Following
the two demographic questions, participants were also asked a question to determine how much
sexual assault training they had received (none, less than 1 year, 1-3 years, or 4+) (Appendix A).
After these three questions, participants were presented with 22 total rape myth items one by one.
These rape myth items were either a part of the Updated IRMA (Appendix B) or the Revised
Updated IRMA, in which all of the gendered pronouns (he, she, his, hers, etc.) had been removed
(Appendix C). Participants were asked to rate their level of agreeance with each statement on a scale
of 1 to 5 (strongly agree to strongly disagree).
Analysis Plan
A power analysis was conducted to determine that 377 participants were necessary to allow
for a generalizable sample size. To account for the result so of the power analysis and the low
response rates to school surveys-typically about 10-15%-3,500 total students were recruited as
potential participants for this electronic survey, where 768 followed the link in the email. Of those
768, a total of 567 students presented useable data that demonstrated a 16.26% response rate. 199 of
the responses did not answer yes to one of the first two questions or failed to respond to any
questions after the first two, a sample attrition of 25.9%. In order to analyze the data, SPSS Version
26 was utilized. A Kruskal-Wallis H test was conducted in order to determine the statistical
significance between the participants who received the Updated IRMA scale and the participants
who received the Revised Updated IRMA scale for ranked variables. A chi-square analysis was also
conducted in order to examine the statistical significance of between the groups for categorical
gender and sexual assault training variables.
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RESULTS
Demographics
The research sample consisted of 728 responses. A total of 567 responses provided
demographic information. The descriptive information for the participants is provided in Table 1.
The youngest participant was 18 years of age, while the oldest participant was 42 years of age, with a
mean age of 20.69. 65% of the participants had never received any Title IX training, while 35% had
received at least 1 year of Title IX training. Roughly 26% of the respondent population was male,
70% were female, 1% were transgender, and 1% preferred not to say.
Table 1: Participant Characteristics

Variable

n(%)

Mean

SD

Gender (N=569)
Male

150(26.4)

Female

402(70.7)

Transgender

10(1.8)

Prefer Not to Say

7(1.2)

Age (N=568)

20.69

Sexual Assault Training
Participants answered a question to demonstrate the amount of sexual assault training they
had received prior to partaking in this research. Data from this question is provided in Table 2.
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3.57

Table 2. Participants’ Years of Training

Variable

n(%)

Never Got Training

369(65.0)

Ever Got Training

199(35.0)

Inferential Statistics
Kruskal-Wallis H
A Kruskal-Wallis H test was conducted to compare the two study groups and determine if
there was a statistically significant group difference (p<.05) for all ordinal variables. The variable
“Sexually Carried Away” on the scale presented a statistically significant difference between the two
survey groups (chi-square=6.209, p=.032). Participants who received the Revised Updated IRMA
scale demonstrated a higher total rape myth acceptance score (a lower rape myth acceptance rate)
than those who received the Updated IRMA. The variable labeled “Fight Back” also demonstrated a
statistically significant difference between the two study groups (chi-square=., p=.038). Participants
who received the Updated IRMA demonstrated a higher total rape myth acceptance score (a lower
rape myth acceptance rate) than those who received the Revised Updated IRMA scale. The variable
labeled “Emotional Problems” also demonstrated a statistically significant difference between the
two study groups (chi-square=6.608, p=.056). Participants who received the Updated IRMA
demonstrated a higher total rape myth acceptance score (a lower rape myth acceptance rate) than
those who received the Revised Updated IRMA scale. For Questions 1-7, 9-13, 15-20, and 22 data
did not demonstrate a statistically significant difference between the two survey groups. The results
from this test are included in Table 3.
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Table 3. The Influence of Gender Pronouns on Rape Myth Acceptance
Variable
Drunken Rape
Original
Revised
Slutty Clothes
Original
Revised
Room Alone
Original
Revised
Slut Acting
Original
Revised
Unclear "no"
Original
Revised
Initiates Kissing
Original
Revised
Strong Desire
Original
Revised
Sexually Carried Away
Original
Revised
Sex Drive
Original
Revised
Unintentional Rape
Original
Revised
Didn't Realize
Original
Revised
Both Drunk
Original
Revised
Physically Resist

N

Mean Rank
291
275

Chi-Square
4.679

p-value
0.823

5.938

0.219

6.597

0.618

1.146

0.93

3.884

0.324

2.996

0.968

2.006

0.952

6.209

.032*

2.934

0.786

4.205

0.933

5.069

0.503

4.873

0.078

3.506

0.434

284.64
282.29

292
275

286.16
281.71

292
275

286.16
281.71

292
274

282.97
284.07

292
275

278.76
289.56

291
275

283.75
283.23

292
275

284.39
283.58

292
275

270.39
298.45

292
275

282.28
285.83

292
274

284.03
282.93

291
275

287.08
279.71

292
275

294.34
273.02
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Original
291
286.69
Revised
275
280.12
Fight Back
6.903
.038*
Original
292
291.69
Revised
275
275.84
Bruises or Marks
1.752
0.188
Original
291
288.26
Revised
275
278.46
No Weapon
0.482
0.494
Original
292
286.05
Revised
275
281.83
Didn't Say "no"
4.783
0.851
Original
292
285.1
Revised
275
282.83
Regret Sex
0.782
0.431
Original
292
288.97
Revised
275
278.73
Get Back at Guys
0.599
0.482
Original
292
282.11
Revised
275
279.31
Led Guy On
0.375
0.756
Original
292
282.11
Revised
275
286.01
Emotional Problems
6.608
0.056*
Original
292
295.91
Revised
275
271.35
Cheating Girl
4.991
0.323
Original
292
290.3
Revised
275
277.31
Note. A Kruskal-Wallis H test was used for the analysis. An alpha level of .05 was used to determine
statistical significance.
*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.000
Gender
A chi-square analysis was conducted in order to examine the influence of gender on the
acceptance of the rape myths that were presented to the participants in both the group that received
the Updated IRMA and the group that received the Revised Updated IRMA. This analysis produced
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a statistically significant relationship with all variables aside from the “Strong Desire”. This data
demonstrates that gender exhibited a strong statistically significant role in the acceptance of the rape
myths that participants were presented with between the Updated IRMA participants and the
Revised Updated IRMA Scale. The results of this analysis are presented in Table 4.
Table 4. The Influence of Gender on the Acceptance of Rape Myths
Variable
Drunken Rape
Male
Female
Transgender
Prefer Not To Say
Slutty Clothes
Male
Female
Transgender
Prefer Not To Say
Room Alone
Male
Female
Transgender
Prefer Not To Say
Slut Acting
Male
Female
Transgender
Prefer Not To Say
Unclear "no"
Male
Female
Transgender
Prefer Not To Say
Initiates Kissing
Male
Female
Transgender
Prefer Not To Say
Strong Desire
Male
Female
Transgender
Prefer Not To Say

N

Mean Rank
145
398
10
7

Chi Square
74.252

p-value
.000***

173.673

.000***

223.48
299.89
353.5
254.79

145
398
10
7

207.98
306.13
338
243.21

145
398
10
7

231.36
298
327.5
236.36

137.146

145
398
10
7

215.44
301.73
410.4
235.36

145
398
10
7

246.7
290.91
361.5
273.21

145
398
10
7

186.94
310.93
397.8
320.57

145
398
10
7

252.11
288.53
356.05
303.79
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79.481

.000***

59.561

.000***

101.807

.000***

11.604

0.478

Sexually Carried Away
Male
Female
Transgender
Prefer Not To Say
Sex Drive
Male
Female
Transgender
Prefer Not To Say
Unintentional Rape
Male
Female
Transgender
Prefer Not To Say
Didn't Realize
Male
Female
Transgender
Prefer Not To Say
Both Drunk
Male
Female
Transgender
Prefer Not To Say
Physically Resist
Male
Female
Transgender
Prefer Not To Say
Fight Back
Male
Female
Transgender
Prefer Not To Say
Bruises or Marks
Male
Female
Transgender
Prefer Not To Say
No Weapon
Male
Female
Transgender
Prefer Not To Say
Didn't Say "no"

145
398
10
7

225.88
298.56
378.9
244.43

145
398
10
7

234.67
294.1
389.15
301.36

145
398
10
7

235.21
296.4
343.9
224

145
398
10
7

247.67
290.44
363
277.5

145
398
10
7

222.28
299.84
370.35
258.29

145
398
10
7

254.62
289.54
321.5
244.07

145
398
10
7

248.86
292.02
313
234.71

145
398
10
7

243.39
294.19
311
227.36

145
398
10
7

36.829

.000***

27.799

.006**

35.148

.000***

22.973

.028*

58.647

.000***

24.854

.003**

32.107

.000***

53.382

.000***

27.008

.000***

78.314

.000***

255.97
289.28
300.5
260.64
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Male
145
206.18
Female
398
304.9
Transgender
10
393.5
Prefer Not To Say
7
271.07
Regret Sex
92.183
Male
145
192.39
Female
398
308.92
Transgender
10
419.9
Prefer Not To Say
7
290.71
Get Back at Guys
115.021
Male
145
177.18
Female
398
314.04
Transgender
10
415.55
Prefer Not To Say
7
320.64
Led Guy On
104.81
Male
145
183.35
Female
398
312.59
Transgender
10
413
Prefer Not To Say
7
320.64
Emotional Problems
52.618
Male
145
211.68
Female
398
303.46
Transgender
10
363.3
Prefer Not To Say
7
282.14
Cheating Girl
105.625
Male
145
196.9
Female
398
306.36
Transgender
10
444.45
Prefer Not To Say
7
307.93
Note. A Chi-Square was utilized for analysis. An alpha level of .05 was used for statistical

.000***

.000***

.000***

.000***

.000***

significance.
*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.000
Dichotomous Years in Training
A chi-square analysis was conducted in order to examine the influence of dichotomous years
in training on the acceptance of the rape myths that were presented to the participants in both the
group that received the Updated IRMA and the group that received the Revised Updated IRMA.
This analysis did not produce any statistically significant relationships between the dichotomous
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years in training and the level of rape myth acceptance displayed by a participant. The results of this
analysis are presented in Table 5.
Table 5. The Influence of Sexual Assault Training on the Acceptance of Rape Myths
Variable
Drunken Rape
Never Had Training
Ever Had Training
Slutty Clothes
Never Had Training
Ever Had Training
Room Alone
Never Had Training
Ever Had Training
Slut Acting
Never Had Training
Ever Had Training
Unclear "no"
Never Had Training
Ever Had Training
Initiates Kissing
Never Had Training
Ever Had Training
Strong Desire
Never Had Training
Ever Had Training
Sexually Carried Away
Never Had Training
Ever Had Training
Sex Drive
Never Had Training
Ever Had Training
Unintentional Rape
Never Had Training
Ever Had Training
Didn't Realize
Never Had Training
Ever Had Training
Both Drunk
Never Had Training

N

Mean Rank
365
194

285.05
270.49

365
194

284.03
272.41

365
194

281.71
276.27

365
194

278.24
283.32

280.35
279.33

365
194

280.68
278.72

283.94
272.58

365
194

285.94
268.82
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2.536

0.638

0.09

0.999

3.972

0.41

3.629

0.458

1.853

0.763

0.217

0.995

1.917

0.751

0.961

0.916

3.695

0.449

3.345

0.502

280.93
278.26

365
194

365

0.491

285.12
270.38

365
194

365
194

3.416

281.98
276.27

365
194

365
194

Chi-Square
p-value
3.449
0.486

289.46

Ever Had Training
194
272.43
Physically Resist
2.131
0.546
Never Had Training
365
278.65
Ever Had Training
194
282.54
Fight Back
3.667
0.3
Never Had Training
365
281.04
Ever Had Training
194
278.05
Bruises or Marks
0.756
0.685
Never Had Training
365
278.38
Ever Had Training
194
382.06
No Weapon
1.032
0.597
Never Had Training
365
278.58
Ever Had Training
194
282.67
Didn't Say "no"
5.749
0.219
Never Had Training
365
283.05
Ever Had Training
194
274.27
Regret Sex
0.792
0.939
Never Had Training
365
277.96
Ever Had Training
194
283.83
Get Back at Guys
5.306
0.257
Never Had Training
365
284.254
Ever Had Training
194
272.02
Led Guy On
1.78
0.776
Never Had Training
365
281.38
Ever Had Training
194
277.4
Emotional Problems
0.206
0.995
Never Had Training
365
281.58
Ever Had Training
194
277.04
Cheating Girl
0.547
0.969
Never Had Training
365
276.86
Ever Had Training
194
285.9
Note. A Chi-Square was used for the analysis. An alpha level of .05 was used to determine statistical
significance.
*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.000
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DISCUSSION
Recommendations
This current study aimed to determine the influence that the presence of gendered pronouns
has on a participant’s level of rape myth acceptance they displayed. Results demonstrated statistical
significance for three rape myth statements when compared between the two survey groups.
Participants that were presented with the Revised Updated IRMA scale demonstrated a higher
average total score, showing lower levels of rape myth acceptance for the variable “Sexually Carried
Away” (Individuals don’t usually intend to force sex on someone, but sometimes they get too
sexually carried away) than those individuals who were presented with the Updated IRMA scale’s
version of the same question (Guys don’t usually intend to force sex on a girl, but sometimes they
get too sexually carried away) supporting the hypothesis. However, the results also demonstrated
that participants that were presented with the Updated IRMA scale demonstrated a higher average
total score, showing lower levels of rape myth acceptance for the variable “Fight Back” (If a girl
does not physically fight back, you can’t really say it was rape) than those who were presented with
the Revised Updated IRMA scale, rejecting the hypothesis. The results also demonstrated a higher
average total score, showing lower levels of rape myth acceptance for the variable “Emotional
Problems” (A lot of times, girls who claim they were raped just have emotional problems) than
those who were presented with Revised Updated IRMA scale, rejecting the hypothesis.
The statistically significant difference presented in the variable “Sexually Carried Away”
demonstrates the influence that the presence of gendered pronouns plays in the rate at which this
myth is accepted. This difference, attributed to the presence of the gendered pronouns included in
this myth, means that to some degree gendered pronouns have contributed to the continued
acceptance of this rape myth. This statistical significance implies that to some degree, these gendered
pronouns influence the acceptance of this myth and the implications that accompany it. Changing
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the wording of this myth could mean that rape would no longer be blamed on someone not being
able to stop the act because they got “carried away” but instead be blamed on the perpetrator not
listening to the victim.
The statistically significant difference presented in the variable “Fight Back” and the variable
“Emotional Problems” demonstrates that eliminating the gendered pronouns included in these
statements made participants more accepting of the myths overall. These results demonstrate that
removing the gendered aspect of some of these myths may do more harm than it would good. This
discovery demonstrates the importance of further studying this concept of gender neutrality in rape
myth acceptance and how the presence of these pronouns impacts the acceptance overall. The data
for this rape myth demonstrates that the acceptance of these false beliefs is rooted far deeper than
society would have thought. The data from these two myths demonstrates the need for further
investigation and examination of rape myth acceptance when it comes to gendered neutrality.
Overall, rape myth acceptance continues to be influenced by various factors, some of which
have yet to be explored by researchers in this field. 63% of rapes that occur go unreported, making it
the most underreported crime throughout the nation (Abuse, n.d.). With such high issues in
reporting, the current approaches that are utilized to measure rape myths and the rape culture
influence on society today is not doing enough to help these people who have already been
traumatized so much. Most studies have found that the gender of an individual and if they are or
know someone who has been the victim of rape, they are much more likely to be accepting of these
myths presented to them. However, since the beginning of rape myth acceptance research society
and the influence that society has over individuals has shifted dramatically. Rape myth research has
failed to keep up with these changes, instead continuing to research the same factors that have
already demonstrated an influence over an individual’s total rape myth acceptance score. The largest

39

change to note is the increasing popularity of transgender and gender fluidity, something that the
Updated IRMA scale does not account for.
This research relied heavily on the Updated IRMA scale to provide a guidance on how to
present the rape myths in a gender-neutral manner, but there is still much progress to be made.
Throughout the entirety of the research process, the closest studies that examined anything to do
with gender fluidity that has become popular was the influence of gender role belief on how likely
someone was to believe in rape myths. This hinders the ability of researchers and society to
understand the changes that need to be made to make changes felt nationwide. This initial research
should serve as a stepping stone for future researchers and policy makers to head towards change.
Current policy developed around the crimes of sexual assault and rape still relies heavily on
gender influenced laws and regulations. The results of this study potentially influence a long overdue
change in how these laws and regulations are applied. Removing these gendered pronouns allows for
investigators initial questions to shift from these rape myth informed questions, such as asking the
victim what they were wearing or how they were acting, to questions that are important for a proper
investigation into the crime, such as if they recognized their attacker or if they could remember any
important features about their attacker. Determining the beginning of the influence of gendered
pronouns changes the way that policies are worded and implanted in terms when it comes to legal
action.
Limitations
It is important to note the limitations of this research. First, the sample size. Although an
appropriate sample of students relative to the Grand Valley undergraduate student population was
recruited for the study, relatively low response rates raise questions about generalizability.
Generalizability allows for the results to be applied to the population in its entirety, however it
requires a significant portion of the sample population to respond to a survey. The responses
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captured by this research only represent 2.6% of the entire undergraduate student population at
Grand Valley, making generalizing these results back to the population difficult and replication
necessary.
A second limitation involves the wording of the recruitment and reminder emails distributed.
Despite the through examination of the wording of the recruitment and reminder emails, including
the approval of the wording from the IRB, several students reached out to express their frustration
with the email’s subject line. The students that reached out expressed the frustration they had at the
lack of a trigger warning in the subject line. These individuals stated that they knew that the study
was being conducted with good intent but that the lack of a trigger warning was inconsiderate.
Although only a few students emailed their concerns, this could have discouraged other potential
participants from completing the survey.
Another limitation present in this study was the structure of the last question presented on
the survey. The question, which served as a debriefing statement, was formatted as descriptive text.
Upon looking into a large chunk of missing data at the end of both data sets, it was discovered that
surveys that ended in descriptive text often left participants not clicking the next button to end the
survey. This could indicate that individuals believed that when presented with the debriefing
statement, they had finished the survey and therefore did not click the final next button. This left
their data unsubmitted and unusable for data analysis.
The next limitation is that despite the removal of the gendered pronouns as an attempt to
eliminate the presence of biases, there is no true way to eliminate any biases that a person may hold
prior to their participation in the study. The presence of these attitudes and beliefs strongly
influences how someone responds to questions about a topic whether there are gendered pronouns
present to contribute to those biases or not.
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Another limitation of this research is that removing the gendered pronouns in rape myth
research has the potential to begin negating the adversarial effects of rape on victims. There are
some individuals who have expressed an issue with the removal of these gendered pronouns negates
all that women have gone through thus far for victim rights. The removal of these pronouns is
meant to be proactive in leading to a necessary change, but it may be viewed as harmful.
The most notable limitation that was present in this thesis, however, was that the Revised
Updated IRMA was not validated or tested for reliability before being used for this research. As a
result, there is no way to determine if the scale was measuring what it was intended to measure or if
it is even a valid measure to be utilized for research. The Revised Updated IRMA scale potentially
contained hints of gender in the way that the myths were revised, allowing for the continued
implementation of the current problematic biases.
Future Research
Throughout this research, it became apparent how stagnant rape myth acceptance research
has become. There are still large gaps in the literature about factors that influence these levels of
acceptance and how these levels of acceptance affect various aspects of the criminal justice process.
Future research should focus on the development of a valid and reliable version of the Revised
Updated IRMA that was used for this research to determine whether statistically significant
differences exist between the items on the two scales. Future research should also continue to
examine how levels of rape myth acceptance affect the charging and prosecution of rape cases
throughout the nation. Finally, research should explore how today’s gender fluidity mentality affects
these levels of rape myth acceptance.
Overall, it is extremely important to continue to examine what factors influence how
accepting of rape myths an individual is. Rape is the most underreported crime across the nation and

42

until solutions are found to lower the levels of rape myth acceptance and the influence of the rape
culture in society, this fact will remain true.
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Appendix A: IRB Approval Letter
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Appendix B: Updated Illinois Rape Myth Acceptance Scale Initial Email Blast
Dear Grand Valley State University student,
Rape myth acceptance is an issue that has a negative effect on the reporting rates of rape
victimization throughout the nation. As a graduate student, my committee and I are looking to
determine what may have an influence on these levels of acceptance. To achieve this goal, we are
asking for your help via the confidential Gendered Pronouns and Rape Myth Acceptance survey.
Data gathered from this survey will help us understand one possible factor that influences these
acceptance levels. You will be receiving one of two versions of the study. This survey should only
take approximately 10-15 minutes to complete.
https://gvsu.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_9mZ1jRxcomqul2B
Thank you for your time! If you have any questions concerning the survey, please feel free to
contact Cassandra Merritt at merritca@mail.gvsu.edu or Dr. Tonisha Jones at (616) 331-7187.
Sincerely,
Cassandra Merritt
Graduate Student
Criminal Justice
Grand Valley State University
Dr. Tonisha Jones
School of Criminal Justice
Grand Valley State University
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Appendix C: Revised Updated Illinois Rape Myth Acceptance Scale Initial Email Blast
Dear Grand Valley State University student,
Rape myth acceptance is an issue that has a negative effect on the reporting rates of rape
victimization throughout the nation. As a graduate student, my committee and I are looking to
determine what may have an influence on these levels of acceptance. To achieve this goal, we are
asking for your help via the confidential Gendered Pronouns and Rape Myth Acceptance survey.
Data gathered from this survey will help us understand one possible factor that influences these
acceptance levels. You will be receiving one of two versions of the study. This survey should only
take approximately 10-15 minutes to complete.
https://gvsu.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_3CtnXSxfPGRHLBX
Thank you for your time! If you have any questions concerning the survey, please feel free to
contact Cassandra Merritt at merritca@mail.gvsu.edu or Dr. Tonisha Jones at (616) 331-7187.
Sincerely,
Cassandra Merritt
Graduate Student
Criminal Justice
Grand Valley State University
Dr. Tonisha Jones
School of Criminal Justice
Grand Valley State University

46

Appendix D: Informed Consent
You are being asked to participate in a research study. The information below highlights key
information about this research for you to consider when making a decision whether or not to
participate. Carefully consider this information and the more detailed information provided below.
Please ask questions about any of the information you do not understand before you decide whether
to participate.
Key Information for You to Consider
Purpose. The purpose of this research is to gain an understanding of the influence that gendered
pronouns have on the acceptance of common rape myths.
Voluntary Consent. You are being asked to volunteer for a research study. It is up to you whether
you choose to participate or not. There will be no penalty or loss of benefits to which you are
otherwise entitled if you choose not to participate or discontinue participation.
Duration. It is expected that your participation will last 10-15 minutes.
Procedures and Activities: You will be asked to indicate your gender, age, and years of sexual
assault training. after those demographic questions, you will be asked to demonstrate your level of
agreement to 22 common rape myths pulled from the Updated Illinois Rape Myth Acceptance Scale.
Benefits. There is no direct benefit to the subject for participation. However, the researcher hopes
to gain insight on factors that influence rape myth acceptance that have not yet been explored.
Alternatives. Participation is voluntary, and the only alternative to participation is to not participate.
If you wish to learn about the results of this research study, you may request that information by
attending the thesis defense presentation at the end of the semester to protect confidentiality.
If at any point you begin to feel uncomfortable or are unable to complete your participation,
withdrawing from participation will hold no consequences. You are free to withdraw at any point
that you feel necessary to do so.
If you have any questions about this study you may contact:
Cassandra Merritt
merritca@mail.gvsu.edu
Dr. Tonisha Jones
jontonis@gvsu.edu
616-331-7187
GVSU IRB
(616) 331-3197
rci@gvsu.edu
This research protocol has been approved by the Institutional Review Board at Grand Valley State
University. Study No. 20-247-H.

47

Appendix E: Demographic Questions and Sexual Assault Training Question
Demographic Questions
1. What is your gender?
2. What is your age?
Sexual Assault Training Question
1. How many years of sexual assault training have you received?
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Appendix F: Updated Illinois Rape Myth Acceptance Scale
Strongly Agree
Strongly Disagree
1
Subscale 1: She asked for it
1. If a girl is raped while she is drunk, she is at least somewhat responsible
for letting things get out of hand.
2. When girls go to parties wearing slutty clothes, they are asking for
trouble.
3. If a girl goes to a room alone with a guy at a party, it is her own fault if
she is raped.
4. If a girl acts like a slut, eventually she is going to get into trouble.
5. When girls get raped, it’s often because the way they said “no” was
unclear.
6. If a girl initiates kissing or hooking up, she should not be surprised if a
guy assumes she wants to have sex.
Subscale 2: He didn’t mean to
7. When guys rape, it is usually because of their strong desire for sex.
8. Guys don’t usually intend to force sex on a girl, but sometimes they get
too sexually carried away.
9. Rape happens when a guy’s sex drive goes out of control.
10. If a guy is drunk, he might rape someone unintentionally.
11. It shouldn’t be considered rape if a guy is drunk and didn’t realize
what he was doing.
12. If both people are drunk, it can’t be rape.
Subscale 3: It wasn’t really rape
13. If a girl doesn’t physically resist sex—even if protesting verbally—it
can’t be considered rape.
14. If a girl doesn’t physically fight back, you can’t really say it was rape.
15. A rape probably doesn’t happen if a girl doesn’t have any bruises or
marks.
16. If the accused “rapist” doesn’t have a weapon, you really can’t call it
rape.
17. If a girl doesn’t say “no” she can’t claim rape.
Subscale 4: She lied
18. A lot of times, girls who say they were raped agreed to have sex and
then regret it.
19. Rape accusations are often used as a way of getting back at guys.
20. A lot of times, girls who say they were raped often led the guy on and
then had regrets.
21. A lot of times, girls who claim they were raped have emotional
problems.
22. Girls who are caught cheating on their boyfriends sometimes claim it
was rape.
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Appendix G: Revised Updated Illinois Rape Myth Acceptance Scale
Strongly Agree
Strongly Disagree
1
Subscale 1: They asked for it
1. If an individual is raped while they are drunk, they are at least somewhat
responsible for letting things get out of hand.
2. When individuals go to parties wearing revealing clothes, they are asking for
trouble.
3. If an individual goes to a room alone with another person at a party, it is their
own fault if they are raped.
4. If an individual acts promiscuous, eventually they are going to get into trouble.
5. When an individual gets raped, it’s often because the way they said “no” was
unclear.
6. If an individual initiates kissing or hooking up, they should not be surprised if
someone assumes they want to have sex.
Subscale 2: They didn’t mean to
7. When individuals commit rape, it is usually because of their strong desire for sex.
8. Individuals don’t usually intend to force sex on someone, but sometimes they get
too sexually carried away.
9. Rape happens when an individual’s sex drive gets out of control.
10. If an individual is drunk, they might rape someone unintentionally.
11. It shouldn’t be considered rape if an individual is drunk and didn’t realize what
they were doing.
12. If both people are drunk, it can’t be rape.
Subscale 3: It wasn’t really rape
13. If an individual doesn’t physically fight back, you can’t really say it was rape.
14. If an individual doesn’t physically resist sex-even if protesting verbally-it can’t
be considered rape.
15. A rape probably doesn’t happen if an individual doesn’t have any bruises
16. If the accused “rapist” doesn’t have a weapon, you really can’t call it rape.
17. If an individual doesn’t say “no” they can’t claim rape.
Subscale 4: They lied
18. A lot of times, individuals who say they were raped agreed to have sex and then
regret it.
19. Rape accusations are often used as a way of getting back at an individual.
20. A lot of times, individuals who say they were raped often lead someone on and
then had regrets.
21. A lot of times, individuals who claim they were raped have emotional problems.
22. Individuals who are caught cheating on their significant other sometimes claim
it was rape.
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Appendix H: Updated Illinois Rape Myth Acceptance Scale Reminder Email
Dear Grand Valley State University student,
Rape myth acceptance is an issue that has a negative effect on the reporting rates of rape
victimization throughout the nation. As a graduate student, my committee and I are looking to
determine what may have an influence on these levels of acceptance. To achieve this goal, we are
asking for your help via the confidential Gendered Pronouns and Rape Myth Acceptance survey.
Data gathered from this survey will help us understand one possible factor that influences these
acceptance levels. You will be receiving one of two versions of the study. This survey should only
take approximately 10-15 minutes to complete.
https://gvsu.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_9mZ1jRxcomqul2B
Thank you for your time! If you have any questions concerning the survey, please feel free to
contact Cassandra Merritt at merritca@mail.gvsu.edu or Dr. Tonisha Jones at (616) 331-7187.
Sincerely,
Cassandra Merritt
Graduate Student
Criminal Justice
Grand Valley State University
Dr. Tonisha Jones
School of Criminal Justice
Grand Valley State University
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Appendix I: Revised Updated Illinois Rape Myth Acceptance Scale Reminder Email
Dear Grand Valley State University student,
Rape myth acceptance is an issue that has a negative effect on the reporting rates of rape
victimization throughout the nation. As a graduate student, my committee and I are looking to
determine what may have an influence on these levels of acceptance. To achieve this goal, we are
asking for your help via the confidential Gendered Pronouns and Rape Myth Acceptance survey.
Data gathered from this survey will help us understand one possible factor that influences these
acceptance levels. You will be receiving one of two versions of the study. This survey should only
take approximately 10-15 minutes to complete.
https://gvsu.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_3CtnXSxfPGRHLBX
Thank you for your time! If you have any questions concerning the survey, please feel free to
contact Cassandra Merritt at merritca@mail.gvsu.edu or Dr. Tonisha Jones at (616) 331-7187.
Sincerely,
Cassandra Merritt
Graduate Student
Criminal Justice
Grand Valley State University
Dr. Tonisha Jones
School of Criminal Justice
Grand Valley State University
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